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HAS THE CONFERENCE BROKEN COVENANT? 











My dear Sir, 

On receiving a copy of your printed Letter to tlie President 
of the Conference, (for which, I presume, I was indebted to 
yourself,) I read it with the attention we always give to the 
sentiments of those for whom we entertain an unaffected regard. 
The means you took to bring it under the notice of influential 
laymen, showed that you attached much importance to the 
document. Your character assured, to the cause you under- 
took, the advantage of ability and temper. Your profession led 
one to expect that you would throw important light on the 
point discussed ; but, whether you have done so or not, is just 
the question which I now crave your permission to raise. 

The object of your Letter is to prove, that our present admi- 
nistration of discipline, in reference to the exclusion of Mem- 
bers, is founded on a breach of a compact into which the Con- 
ference of 1797 entered with the people. To make good your 
case, you attempt to establish two facts; First, That, in the 
year just named, a Pule was made in these words: “Neither 
can any Member of the Society be excluded but by a majority 
at a Leaders' -Meeting ; ” which words you assume to mean that, 
after the guilt of an accused member has been affirmed by ver- 
dict of the Leaders’-Meeting, the majority of that Meeting shall 
determine the sentence which the Minister is to pronounce : 
Secondly, That this Rule has been withdrawn from our public 
documents, and one in these words substituted in its place : 
“No pet'son must be expelled from the Society for any breach 
of our Rules , or even for manifest immorality, till such fact or 
crime has been proved at a Leaders' -Meeting which Rule 
clearly binds the Minister, as to all who have not been con- 
victed, but leaves him responsible as to the sentence to be 
passed on one whose peers have found him guilty. 

THE ACCUSATION AGAINST THE CONFERENCE. 

You approach your startling charge against a public body 
with the care of one who feels its gravity ; and you couch it in 
the measured language of a gentleman, "but you express it with 
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4 HAS THE CONFERENCE BROKEN COVENANT? 

the distinctness of one who means to affix, on those against 
whom it is directed, all the guilt it implies. Referring to the 
document wherein you suppose the fraud to be discoverable, 
you say r 

The document then goes on, divided into heads by Roman numerals. No. “ II. 
Of the Expulsion of Members from the 8001617 .” The Rule on this subject, as 
given in the Rules published in 1798, and again in 1800, was, I suppose, thought 
not “ material for, instead of reprinting that, (to the Societies, the most material 
of all Rules,) it is silently dropped, and that which I have shown never to have 
been a Rule at all, is given, from the information -paper of 1797, as the Rule by 
which the Societies were to be governed. 

Hitherto I have avoided all imputations. They are very uncongenial to my 
mind ; and I would endeavour to account for this departure from the true Rule, if 
I could , but I cannot ; and am compelled to believe that it was not done with 
that carefulness of purpose which ought scrupulously to have marked the conduct 
of those, whoever they were, to whom was committed the integrity of so important 
a public document. The Societies were at peace. No one cared to look jealously 
after the integrity of a new edition of the Rules. Nothing was easier than to drop 
that which was originally conceded with reluctance ; and the object was accom- 
plished. 

Tremendous accusation ! I need not tell you how deep is the 
dishonour it involves ; but I may remind you of the numbers 
whom it implicates. It implicates, first, the individuals “ to 
whom was committed the integrity of so important a public 
document,” and who, believing that they saw a prospect of 
impunity, “ accomplished” the crime. It implicates the col- 
lective Conference of the day, who authorized the falsification of 
a code which they had signed with language which you properly 
quote : — 

Whereas we, the undersigned, have on this and the preceding day carefully 
revised the Rules drawn up and left us by our venerable Father in the Gospel, the 
Rev. Mr. Wesley, which were published by him in our Large Minutes, to which we 
consented when we were admitted, and by which we were regulated during his 
life. And whereas we have collected together those Rules which we believe to be 
essential to the existence of Methodism, as well as others to which we have no 
objection, we do now, voluntarily and in good faith, sign our names as 
approving of, and engaging to comply with, the aforesaid collection of Rules, or 
code of laws, God being our helper. 

It implicates every individual member of that Conference who 
had subscribed the covenant words just quoted; as none of 
them resented the crime, or proclaimed it. For instance, Richard 
Reece, who has scarcely ceased to be one of us, and whose 
name stands to that covenant, spent, if the charge be true, some 
fifty years here, with the unrepented guilt of abetting public 
deceit, and breaking public covenant. It implicates the Confer- 
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ence ever since, which, always containing men who must have 
known of such a transaction, had it ever occurred, has never 
repudiated it. It implicates, though much less directly, every 
one of us who now unworthily bear the name of Methodist 
Preacher, and who uphold the state of things which, on your 
showing, is founded on this deception. 

If the charge be true, the “old Preachers” were guilty of a 
great crime, and we who succeed to their name and respon- 
sibilities are partakers of their sin ; but, my dear Sir, if it be 
not true, you have been led to cherish and to circulate a suspi- 
cion, less blamable only than the offence it imagines. 



GROUNDS OF THE ACCUSATION. 

What, then, are the grounds whereupon you rest the proof 
of our dishonour ? You refer to the agitations which existed in 
our Connexion for some years previous to 1797 ; and to the 
measures taken by the Conference of that year, with a view to 
allay them. You show that, while yet sitting, it issued an 
Address to the Societies, explaining those measures; and that 
this Address contains the following statements : — 

V. We have selected all our ancient Rules, which were made before the death of 
our late venerable father in the Gospel, the Rev. Mr. Wesley, which are essential 
Rules, or prudential at the present time ; and have solemnly signed them, 
declaring our approbation of them, and determination to comply with them,— 
one single Preacher excepted, who in consequence withdrew from us. 

VI. We have determined, that all the Rules which relate to the Societies, 
Leaders, Stewards, Local Preachers, Trustees, and Quarterly-Meetings, shall be 
published with the Rules of the Society, for the benefit and convenience of all the 
members. 

The first of these, as also the passage quoted on the preceding 
page, show us that a document had been prepared and signed : 
the second leads us to expect a published document ; and this 
expectation is confirmed by the concluding words of the Address 
which you give. 

We have represented these measures, which we have taken for your satisfaction, 
in as concise a manner as we well could, giving you the sense of the whole, not 
only for brevity’s sake, but for expedition, that you may be informed of the general 
heads of our proceedings as soon as possible. In the Regulations which will be 
published with the Rules of the Society, as mentioned above, you will have the 
whole at large. 

We are your affectionate brethren, 

Signed on behalf, and by order, of the Conference, 

Thomas Coke, President. 

Samuel Bradburn, Secretary . 
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Hence you draw the following conclusions, all perfectly 
legitimate : — 

1. That a document had been prepared with the approbation ot the whole Con- 
ference, (excepting the three persons who withdrew,) which the Conference trusted 
w T ould be satisfactory to the Societies. 

2. That the Conference were desirous to take the earliest opportunity to commu- 
nicate the substance of the document to the Societies, without waiting for the 
printing of the document itself. 

3. That the above seven heads did not contain the document itself, but only “ the 
sense of the whole.” 

To these you might have added another inference ; namely, that 
when the document announced did appear, it would be a full 
collection, and an authoritative code of Methodist laws ; in a . 
word, the Form of Discipline established among the Preachers 
and people in the Methodist Societies ; and, indeed, though you 
do not formally announce this conclusion, you reason upon it as 
granted. 

Another inference you not only might, but by even a super- 
ficial analysis of your premises must, have drawn; namely, that 
the forthcoming Form of Discipline would contain, first, a revised 
edition of the Rides drawn up and left us by our late venerable 
father in the Gospel , the Rev. Mr. Wesley, which were pub- 
lished by him in our Large Minutes ; secondly, other and later 
(e Rules ivhich we believe to be essential to the existence of 
Methodism ” as, for instance, the Rules framed at Mr. Wesley^s 
death for forming and regulating Districts, the Plan of Pacifica- 
tion, &c. ; and, thirdly, " others to which we have no objection ; ” 
namely, the concessions then determined upon. 

Having then, reached the certainty that such a code was 
promised, you very naturally ask, “ Where is this collection f of 
Rules or code of laws ? 9 ” and also, 

To suppose that a document so carefully prepared, so hopefully signed, and so 
earnestly promised to the Societies, “ for the benefit and convenience of all the 
members,” was, after all, never published, — would be to admit an amount of 
improbability, and of faithlessness on the part of the Conference of that day, which 
is absolutely incredible. The plain fact is, they were published , — honestly, 
faithfully , — and in a manner which puts all cavils as to their genuineness to silence. 

Every word of this I cordially support. 

THE IMAGINARY CODE AND THE REAL. 

But just here your mistakes begin. Having unaccountably 
lived in the belief that the code published by the Conference 
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was lost sight of; and having imagined that it was your happi- 
ness to find it, you bring the discovery to light with an 
emphasis. “ I give,” you say, “ the title-page, as its own 
voucher ;” and thus vou give it : — 



THE 



NATURE, 

DESIGN 



AND 



GENERAL RULES 



By the REV. JOHN WESLEY. 



TO WHICH ARE ADDED; 



THE RULES 



LONDON 



Printed for George Whitfield, City Road ; and Sold 
at the Methodist Preaching Houses in Town 
and Country. 1798. 



Price One Penny. 



cc This,” you then cry, “ is the document, published by order 
of the Conference.” No, indeed, my dear Sir, it is not the 
document; it is as unlike the document published by order 
of the Conference, as a well-meant penny pamphlet, giving a 
slight resume of the “ Nature, Design, and General Rules of 
the Methodist Societies,” well could be. “ Then where, I 
again ask,” you repeat, “is the genuine document, if this be 
not it?” Where? Here in my left hand; there in the 
records of the Chancery- Court of England; yonder up and 
down the country, in the houses of different Methodists, more 
than one of whom I could name. This is the document, and I 
give the title-page as its own voucher : — 
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MINUTES 

OF 

SEVERAL CONVERSATIONS, 

BETWEEN 

THE REV. JOHN WESLEY, A.M., 

AND 

THE PREACHERS IN CONNEXION WITH HIM. 

CONTAINING 

THE FORM OF DISCIPLINE 

ESTABLISHED 

AMONG THE PREACHERS AND PEOPLE 

IN THE 

METHODIST SOCIETIES. 

LONDON : 

FRINTED FOR GEORGE WHITFIELD, CITY-ROAD ; 

AND SOLD AT ALL THE METHODIST PREACHING-HOUSES IN TOWN 

AND COUNTRY. 

1779. 

Here, then, are two documents ; which is the one promised ? 
That the public may judge, they shall have a full view of the 
pamphlet which you advance as the collection of Rules or code 
of laws issued after the great constitutional settlement of ’ 97 ; 
and having already given the title, I now give every other 
syllable in the document, with the single exception of the 
“ Rules of the Band Societies,” which all may see in Wesley's 
Works and other publications. 

RULES OF THE SOCIETY. 

1. In the latter end of the year 1739, eight or ten persons came to Mr. Wesley, 
in London, who appeared to be deeply convinced of sin, and earnestly groaning for 
redemption. They desired, as did two or three more the next day, that he would 
spend some time with them in prayer, and advise them how to flee from the wrath 
to come, which they saw continually hanging over their heads. That they might 
have more time for this great work, he appointed a day when they might all coihe 
together ; which from thenceforward they did every week, naniely, on Thursday, in 
the evening. To these, and as many more as desired to join with them, (for their 
number increased daily,) he gave those advices, from time to time, which he 
judged most needful for them ; and they always concluded the meeting with 
prayer, suited to their several necessities. 

2. This was the rise of the Methodist Society, first in London, and then in other 
places. Such a Society is no other than “ a company of persons, who, having the 
form, are seeking the power, of godliness ; united, in order to pray together, to 
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receive the word of exhortation, and to watch over one another in love, that they 
may help each other to work out their salvation.” * 

There is only one condition previously required of those who request to be 
admitted into this Society : namely, a desire to flee from the wrath to come , to be 
saved from their sins.'f' But, wherever this is fixed in the soul, it will be shown 
by its fruits.^ 

That it may the more easily be discerned whether the members of the Society 
are working out their salvation, each Society is divided into smaller companies, 
called “ Classes,” according to their respective places of abode, or as it may suit 
their convenience. There are about twelve persons, or more, in each class ; one of 
whom is styled the “ Leader.” 

No person is admitted upon trial till he has met three or four times in a class, 
and is recommended by a Leader, or by a proper person, and receives a note from 
a Travelling Preacher, and the Rules of the Society. Having met two months on 
trial, and being recommended by the Leader, he then receives a ticket, and is 
considered as a member of the Society. 

Persons are received into Society, in large towns, on the Sunday following the 
Quarterly Visitation of the classes : the officiating Preacher then reads over their 
names in the Society-meeting. 

A Leader ought to be a person of clear experience and sound judgment , truly 
devoted to God , zealous for the salvation of souls , of upright conversation , and one 
who has gifts proper for the work. He is nominated by the Superintendent at a 
Leadei s -Meeting ; and, if approved of by a majority of the Leaders present, is 
confirmed in that office. 

It is the business of a Leader to see all the persons belonging to his class once 
a week, at least, in order to inquire how their souls prosper ; not only how they 
keep the Rules of the Society, but how they grow in the knowledge and love of 
Cod ; to advise, reprove, comfort, or exhort, as occasion may require ; to receive 
what they are willing to give for the support of the Gospel ; to meet the Preacher 
and Stewards of the Society once a week, in order to inform the Preacher of any 
that are sick, or of any that walk disorderly, and will not be reproved ; to pay to 
the Stewards what they have received of their several classes, and to show their 
account of what each person has contributed. 

A Steward of the Society ought to be an experienced Christian , of upright 
conversation , and one who can write and keep fair accounts. He is chosen to his 
office at a Quarterly or at a Leaders’ Meeting. He is then nominated by the Superin- 
tendent, and, if approved of by a majority of the persons present, confirmed in his 
office for one year ; and at the end of the year is either re-elected, or another 
person chosen into his place. But no Leader, or Steward, can be put out of his 
place but by a majority of Leaders, or a Quarterly-Meeting. Neither can any 
member of the Society be excluded but by a majority at a Leaders’- Meeting. 

All the members of the Society must continue to evidence their desire of salva- 
tion ; by doing no harm, by avoiding evil of every kind, especially that which is 
most generally practised,— such as, the taking of the name of God in vain ; the 
piofaning the day of the Lord, either by doing ordinary work thereon, or by buying 
or selling, by employing a barber, by making or going to any feast or wake, or by 



* “ Bear ye one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ.” (Gal. vi. 2 j 
Heb. x. 20 ; Acts ii. 24.) 

t Matt. i. 21. + Matt. iii. 8. 








X Matt, iii. 8. 
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learning the military exercise as a volunteer, or by attending to see them exercise, 
on the Lord’s day. 

They must avoid drunkenness ; buying or selling spirituous liquors, or drinking 
them, unless in cases of extreme difficulty. Fighting, quarrelling, brawling; 
brother going to law with brother ; returning evil for evil, or railing for railing.* 
The using many words in buying and selling ; the buying or selling uncustomed 
goods. The giving or taking things on usury, that is, unlawful interest. f 
Uncharitable or unprofitable conversation ; all foolish talking and jesting . X Evil 
speaking, particularly of Magistrates and Ministers, seeing that in the oracles of 
God we are commanded to be subject to the higher powers ; and that honour the 
King is there connected with the fear of God.§ 

Doing to others as we would not they should do unto us. Doing what we know 
is not for the glory of God ; as the putting on of gold, or costly apparel ; the fol- 
lowing the vain and foolish customs or fashions of the world. || 

The taking such diversions as cannot be used in the name of the Lord Jesus ; 
such as dancing , cards, plays, balls, or horse-races ; none of which can be recon- 
ciled to the advice of the Apostle. 

The singing those songs, or reading those books, which do not tend to the 
knowledge and love of God.** 

Softness and needless self-indulgence ; laying up treasures upon earth ; borrow- 
ing money without a probability of paying it again ; or taking up goods without 
a probability of paying for them .ft 

It is expected of all who continue in the Society, that they should continue to 
evidence their desire of salvation, by doing good ; by being in every kind merciful 
after their power, as they have opportunity ; doing good of every possible sort, and 
as far as possible, to all men ; to their bodies, of the ability which God giveth, by 
giving food to the hungry, by clothing the naked, by visiting or helping those that 
are sick or in prison. 

To their souls, by instructing, reproving, or exhorting, all we have any inter- 
course with.§§ 

By doing good, especially to them that are of the household of faith, or ear- 
nestly desiring so to be ; employing them preferably to others. |||| Buying one of 

another, helping each other in business ; and so much the more because the world 
will love its own, and them only.lffl By all possible diligence, frugality, and 
cleanliness, that the Gospel be not blamed.*** 

By running with patience the race that is set before them : denyiug themselves, 



* 1 Peter iii. 9. 
X Eph. iv. 29. 



f Psalm xv. 5. 

§ 1 Peter ii. 17. 



|| “ Be not conformed to this world : but be ye transformed by the renewing of 
your minds.” (Rom. xii. 2 ; 1 Cor. x. 31.) 

^ “ Redeem the time, because the days are evil.” (Eph. v. 16.) 

** Eph. v. 19 ; James v. 13. 

“ The wicked borroweth, and payetli not again.” (Psalm xxxvii. 21.) 

++ « To do good and communicate forget not : for with such sacrifices God is 
well pleased.” (Heb. xiii. 16 ; Matt. xxv. 35, &c.) 

§§ “Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thine heart: thou slialt in anywise 
rebuke thy neighbour, and not suffer sin upon him.” (Lev. xix. 1 7 .) 

[|| || Especially barbers who do not follow their business on the Lord’s day.] 

«Tf[ Rom. x. 12 i Heb. xiii. 1. *** 2 Cor. vi. 3 ; 1 Cor. x. 23. 



